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Vicki	Mayer’s	book	is	unusual	in	that,	despite	its	title,	it	is	not	about	television	producers	at	all,	or	at	
least	not	in	the	sense	that	scholars	and	the	television	industry	itself	have	traditionally	understood	
the	role.	Rather	than	referring	to	those	in	creative,	managerial	or	financial	control,	or	those	with	
substantial	intellectual	input	into	a	program,	Mayer	uses	the	term	in	a	deliberately	broad	sense	to	
mean,	essentially,	anyone	‘whose	labor,	however	small,	contributes	to	[television]	production’	
(179).		
As	illustrated	in	four	case	studies,	‘television	producer’	here	encompasses	workers	whose	labour	is	
essential	to	television	production	and	whose	identities	and	identifications	are	constructed	in	and	
through	media	work,	but	who	are	largely	invisible	in	both	academic	and	industry	discourse.	
Through	case	studies	of	television	set	assemblers	in	Brazil,	soft	core	cameramen	at	the	annual	New	
Orleans	Mardi	Gras,	casters	or	talent	scouts	for	reality	television	shows,	and	volunteer	advocates	
and	regulators	of	local	cable	television	in	America,	Mayer	deconstructs	media	and	cultural	studies’	
deployments	of	(and	limits	on)	the	terms	‘creative’,	‘professional’,	and	‘producer’.	In	focusing	on	
groups	of	workers	typically	in	precarious	roles	who	provide	low‐cost	or	no‐cost	services	to	the	
industry,	Mayer	demonstrates	the	ways	in	which	television’s	industrial	hierarchy	and	geography	of	
production	rely	upon	‘self‐controlled’	workers	who	are	largely	ignorant	of	their	labour	value	even	
as	they	define	themselves	through	their	work	for	television.		
This	is	an	important	if	contentious	contribution	to	the	evolving	field	of	cultural	studies	of	labour,	
and	to	studies	of	workers	in	precarious	employment.		Clearly	indebted	to	the	work	of	political	
economists	of	American	media	and	communications	including	Vincent	Mosco,	Herbert	and	Dan	
Schiller,	and	Toby	Miller,	Mayer’s	book	also	draws	on	the	work	of	British	scholars	like	Angela	
McRobbie,	David	Hesmondhalgh	and	Andrew	Ross.		As	the	book’s	title	indicates,	it	is	situated	
squarely	as	a	contribution	to	the	emerging	area	of	production	studies	pioneered	by	American	
scholars	John	T.	Caldwell,	Miranda	Banks,	and	Mayer	herself.		Mayer’s	‘ethnographic	stance’	
usefully	extends	production	studies’	repertoire	and	tactics,	while	at	the	same	time	throwing	out	a	
challenge	to	researchers	in	the	field	of	creative	industries,	for	whom	the	‘creative	professional’	is	
very	much	a	real	category	and	core	subject.	Mayer,	by	contrast,	views	the	term	‘creative	
professional’	as	an	oxymoron	‘that	condenses	a	focus	on	particular,	marked	individuals	as	
producers	in	an	unmarked	social	class’	(7),	and	serves	to	exclude	‘workers	not	valued	for	their	
intellectual	inputs	into	production	processes’	(8).	Ongoing	work	on	the	creative	workforce	at	the	
Australian	heart	of	creative	industries	scholarship,	QUT,	complicates	and	contests	these	assertions,	
although	regrettably	there	is	insufficient	space	here	to	properly	engage	the	debate.	Ultimately	
though,	Mayer’s	invitation	to	researchers	to	broaden	their	understanding	of	what	and	where	
creativity	is	in	television	production	is	extremely	useful,	as	is	the	provocation	to	reconsider	
different	workers’	and	roles’	value	to	media	industries,	and	in	particular	to	uncover	the	invisible	
labour	on	which	media	production	relies.		
	
